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T MAGINE an animal designed by
|' a committee lrom bits and pieces
left over after a mammalian fancy
dressparty. An oversized head with
huge rabbit ears and an extremely
long snout, a tail that changes from
jet-black to snow-white halfway
along andtippedby anail andhugely
strong forelimbs with powerful
claws, are all tacked onto a stout
body covered in the softest, blue-
grey fur, decorated with pinkish
flashes on the sides. And ifthat's
notodd, imagine that it digs a burrow
that can be two metres deep.

The dalgyte, ninu, marrura,
walpadini, rabbit-eared bandicoot,
Macrotis lagolis or greater bilby
was once widespread and common
in arid and semi-arid Australia, that
is, across about three-quarters of
the continental surface. Settlers ln
the south-west  of  Westem Austra l ia
used the Noongar name, dalgyte,
for this animal, and numerous early
accounts describe its habits. Johll
Gilbert, while making collections
of  WA mammals in  1842-3 for  h is
employer John Gould, wrote "The

Dolgoi tch seems to be a lmost
entirely an insect feeder, and one of
i ts  most  favour i te  morsels
apparently rs the larva ol a specres
of Ceratnbyt [a longhom beetle],
found exclusively in the roots ofthe
Jam-wood (Acacia). .." He also
o b : e r v e d  t h a t  " T h e  f l e s h  i s
extremely delicate, and when boiled
great ly  resembles that  of  the
common rabbit." Gilbert collected
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dalgytes from Moore River to
Albany,  and as he only  sent  sk ins
home to Gould,  had many
opportuni t ies to  make thrs
assessment.

Today the species is found only
in arid parts ofits former range, and
even then only where rabbits are
absent. Dalgytes occur in a wide
sweep of  deser t  country
encompassing much of the east
Pilbara, the GreatSandy Desert, the
Gibson Desert and as far south as
Warburton. In the nofih, they occur
near the coast from Pardoo to
Broome and inland along the
southem edge ofthe Kimberley and
across the NofihernTerritory border
into the Tanami Desert. Further
east ,  there appear  to  be no
populations closerthan the Channel
counry of south-west Queensland,
where the Mitchell grass plains on

the Diamantina River support a few
hundred animals.

In the desert, dalgytes have a
varied diet, in accordance with the
seasonal and spatial availability of
food types. Termites, larvae of
Lepidoptera (paticularly hawkmoth
larvae) and other insects, as well as
seeds, tubers andbulbs are allonthe
menu. Most of these items occur
underground and the telltale signs
of  dalgyte presence inc lude thei r
foraging diggings as well as their
distinctive tracks, sand-filled faecal
pellets and burrow excavations. In
spinifex grassland, burrows are
often found at the base of Triodia
hummocks or under small trees,
although dalgytes may also burrow
into roadside banks pushed up by
the grader, once they are vegetated.
Dalgytes live in small colonies, a
male, female and young sometimes
sharing a burrow, although more
frequently a small number of
individuals will l ive in the same
area and occupy separate burrows.

The dalgyte disappeared from
the south-west too early for detailed
scientific study, but anecdotal
accounts give glimpses of how these
animals lived. Bruce Leake of
Kellerberrin wrote abouttheir liking
for bardies (beetle larvae), which
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